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Introduction
Technologyhasdisruptedindustries,beginningwithbanking,movingtorecording,andnow
publishing.Educationisnext.Wearealreadyseeingsignsofthiswiththedominanceof
BlackboardintheLMS(LearningManagementSystem)market,andworldwidequestioning
oftheteacher・sroleintoday・sschools.
AdvancesintechnologyhaveleadtowhatiscommonlytermedWeb2.0,orineducational
circles,・TheRead/WriteWeb・.SeeRyan(2007)fordetails.Readingandwritingaremixed,
withauthorshipapartoftheperceptionprocess.Thisleadstoautonomyandamalgamation
ofreceptiveandproductiveaspectsoflanguageinourcase.
・Nomatterhowyoulookatit,wearecreatingwhatauthorDouglasRushkoffcalsa
・Society ofAuthorship・whereevery teacherandevery student,every person with
accesswilhavetheabilitytocontributeideasandexperiencestothelargerbodyof
knowledgethatistheInternet.Andindoingso,Rushkoffsays,wewilbewritingthe
human story,in realtime,together,avision thataskseach ofustoparticipate.
(Rushkoff,2004,citedfrom Richardson,2006,p.5)
CurtisBonk,inhis470pageopusaboutteachingonWeb2.0states,・Ifthisbookcouldbe
shortenedtoitsnarrowestpoint,itwouldexistasaone-lineproclamationthatstates,
・Anyonecannowlearnanythingfrom anyoneatanytime・(Bonk,2009,p.7).Withtheweb
goingmobile(seeRyan,2010),studentsarenolongerlimitedtolaboratoriesorclassrooms
fortheiraccesstoinformation.Thisiscausingalargechangeintherolesofteachersand
librarians.・Whatwasaccomplishedpreviouslywithtextbooksandclassroom lectureshas
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Abstract
Changesintechnologyandtheroleoftheteacherinlangaugelearninghavealowedlearners
totakechargeoftheprocessanddeveloptheirowntools.Awaytodevelopmoreautonomyisto
useaPersonalLearningEnvironment(PLE).PLEsareindividualconglomerationsoftools,
resources,information and interactionsboth onlineand off.They focuson thetask of
learningsomethingchosenbythelearner,butcanthenbeappliedtonewexplorations.After
anintroductiontoPLEs,detailsofspecificelementsofPLEsaredescribed,alongwithexamples.
Inthefinalsectionwelookataddinglanguagetothemix,whichresultsinPersonalLanguage
LearningEnvironments(PLLEs).
shiftedtootherresourcesandlearningtechnologies.Thisshifteffectivelyfreesupface-to-
faceclassroom timeforaddressingpersonalneeds・(Bonk,2009,p.11).
Thedo-it-yourself(DIY)movementhascometotheuniversity.Itisanaturalextensionof
thepersonalizationofinformationmanagementthatbeganwithradio,evolvedintorecorded
classesoncassettetape,thenvideoonDVD,andfinalyacceleratedwiththeInternet.The
traditionalformatoftheuniversitywilnotgoaway,buteventualyitwilbesupplemented
byPLEsandonlineresourcesthatmayworkbetterforsome,givenschedule,economicand
learningconstraints.
InlanguageteachingcirclesaswelasgeneraleducationweareseeingamovetoTask-
BasedLearning(TBL),project-basedlearning(PBL),andsometimesarejectionofthelimits
atextbook putson learning.An exampleofthisistheDogmeapproach toteaching
advocatedbyMeddingsandThornbury(2009),whichreliesoninputfrom thestudentsas
rawmaterialsfortheclassroom interactions.
Butthebiggestchangeisinourstudents,whoarewhatMarcPrenskycalsDigitalNatives.
Thisterm caughtfirein2001,andwehavewatchedasagenerationofchildrengrowupin
aworldwheretheInternethasalwaysexisted.Teachersaredigitaltourists,orinPrenky・s
terms,DigitalImmigrants.Immigrantsthinkdifferently,notabletomultitaskorconceive
ofaworldwithinformationliteralyatone・sfingertips,constantly.
Inlanguagelearning(andteaching)thelargestdisruptioniswithtoolslikeGoogleTranslate
makingitswayintoourdailylives.Resourcesforlanguagesareproliferatingataremarkable
rate,andthequalityisimprovingrapidlyaswel.Thischangesboththecontentandthe
methodsoflanguagecourses.Studentsworkwiththetechnology,notinspiteofit.Teachers
tendtoignoreit,butwedosoatourperil.Thefreelecturesfrom thebestuniversitiesthat
arenowavailableonthewebwilprobablysoonbegintobeintegratedintosylabuses.
Background,Context,andAlphabetSoup
Autonomouslearningisnothingnew,butcombiningitwithtechnology,aresponseto
shortcomingsintraditionalacademia,isnew.Inthe1990swesawvirtuallearningenvironments
(VLE),likeadaptationsofSecondLife,expandthegeographicrangeofcourses.Theproblem
withtheseisthattheyaresynchronousinnature,andalthoughalowingforconnection,not
trueinteraction.NetworkedLearningEnvironmentswereusedmostlyfortraining(asopposed
toteaching),andexpandedtheVLEwithafrontendthatfocusedorguidedthelearner.
Personal(orProfessional)LearningNetworks(PLN)wereawaytocombinetraditionalface-
to-facenetworking(suchaswhathappensataconference)orresearchcolaboration,and
facilitateitelectronicaly.Thegoalherewasmoreforprofessionaldevelopmentthan
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teachingorlearning,butthestudentsaretheultimatebeneficiariesoftheworkthatgoes
onintheseenvironments.
AnotherthreadtoaddressistheconquestofLearningManagementSystems(LMS)suchas
Blackboard(expensive),andotheropensourceLMSslikeSakai,andstilothersthatcater
tomultilingualclassesandinteractionslikeMoodle.TheseLMSshavedevelopedoverthe
lastdecadefrom therevolutionary idea ofputting learning onlineto oneofonline
administrationandcontroloverthelearningprocessthat,inmostcases,sadly,doesnot
promotereallearning.In thehandsofa wel-trained teacher,though,an LMS can
streamlineaclassandtakeadvantageofthetimeinclasstointeractface-to-face,while
puttingcontentonlinetobestudiedbetweenclasses.ThisiscaledtheReverseLecture
model,andhasrecentlybeengainingacceptance.
TheideaofPLEshasbeenprimarilyspreadthroughMOOCs,orMassivelyOnlineOpen
Courses.Emulating thehighly addictiveand highly successfulMMOGs,orMassively
MultiplayerOnlineGameslikeWorld ofWarcraft(WoW).Thisauthortook partin
Connectivism &ConnectiveKnowledge,2008(CCK08).Thiscoursetookplaceover12weeks,
andhadmorethan1,300participantsfrom everycontinentexceptAntarctica.Lastyear,
justover1000educationprofessionalattendedPLENK2010(PersonalLearningEnvironments
forNetworkedKnowledge).Thecoursefolowedatraditionalsylabus,butresourceswere
distributedacrosstheweb.AsmalerexamplewasareadingdiscussiongroupforUmberto
Eco・sTheNameoftheRose.Thisgroupcametogetheraroundonegraduatestudent・sweb
pagecaled・TheRoseinWinter.・Eachweekachapterwasdiscussedanddecoded.Currently,
acourseinDigitalStoryteling,caledDS106,addsagroupofnetworkedauditorstoan
onlineandphysicalclasstaughtbyJim Groom attheUniversityofMaryWashington.
EachweekJim outlinesanothermethodoftelingastoryonline,combiningtext,visual,
graphic,audioandvideoelementsandusingonlinetoolstocreateandpublishthem.Then
thestudentssuggestassignmentsthatwilchalengetheclasstocompletethatmethodwith
thosetools.Studentshaveprovedtobetheirowntask-masters,assigningthemselvesmore
homeworkthanIhaveeverknownteacherstoassign.
PLEscomeoutofatraditionthatisanti-authoritarian,disruptive,andseekstowork
outsidethesystem,oratleastparaleltoit.Muchnew onlinelearningisanindirect
descendantofthethinkingofPauloFriere,IvanIlich,andSeymourPapert.OpenSourceis
seenasalmostessential,andsharingwithCreativeCommonslicensestoalow freeaccess
(bothunrestrictedandatnocost)toprogramsandcontentiscommon.AndyetPLEshave
beenquicklyadoptedbyatleastonelargepublisher,Pearson,withawholeconglomeration
oftoolsandresourcesinonepackage(seeLearningStudio).Thelistofover100items
includesmanyoftheelementsofaPLE,asoutlinedbelow.(Pearson,2011)
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WhatisaPLE?
PersonalLearningEnvironments(PLE)arenew.TheyhavegrownoutofPersonalLearning
Networks(PLN)andNetworkedLearningEnvironments(NLE).CurtisBonk,inasection
caledEnhance,Extend,Transform andShareLearning,writes,・Buttodayourmetaphors
reachbeyondenhancing,extending,ortransforminglearningwithtechnologytonotionsof
sharingthatlearning.・(2009,p.15)
PLEsrepresenta shiftaway from themodelin which learnersconsumeinformation
throughindependentchannelssuchasthelibrary,atextbook,oranLMS,movingaheadto
amodelwherelearnersdraw connectionsfrom agrowingmatrixofresourcesthatthey
selectandorganize.Inthiscontext,thePLEfunctionsasanextensionofthehistorical
modelofindividualresearch.(Educause,2009)
LookingatthecomponentsorcontingentfactorsofthePLE,weseethreeclearelements.
PersonalLearningEnvironmentsareuniquetotheindividual.EveryPLEisdifferent.This
dependsonthelearningstyle,schedule,needsandwantsofthelearner.Itdependsonthe
motivationandgoalsofthelearner.Itdependsonthesituationthelearnerfindsherself.
PersonalLearningEnvironmentsareobviouslyaboutlearning,butthiscanbeinterpreted
in differentways.PLEsdevelopedasaway toimplementConstructivist,Connectivist,
Complex,andColaborativelearning.Learningisquickest,mostefficientandlong-lastingif
thelearnerisrequiredtoconstructtheideasandconcepts(seePapert,1991).Thiswayof
thinkingviewslearningasdevelopinganetworkofideasandconceptsaswelasresources,
wheretheconnectionsbetweentheideasareasimportantastheideasthemselves:・Atits
heart,connectivism isthethesisthatknowledgeisdistributed acrossa network of
connections,andthereforethatlearningconsistsoftheabilitytoconstructandtraverse
thosenetworks.・(Downes,2007,p.1).
ManyartifactsoftheComplexityTheoryandself-organizationandemergencearepresent
inPLEs.
Thus,aspersonallearningenvironmentsuggests,learningisframedbypersonaland
environmentandcannotexistwithoutboth.Anotherwaytointerpretthisphraseis
thatlearningisoneofthoseactivitiesthatjoinstheindividualtohisenvironment.Or
perhapsabetterway tosay thisisthatlearning describesaparticularkind of
interplay,aparticulardance,betweentheindividualandtheenvironment.Andifthat
isn'tcomplexenough,thenimaginethatal sixandahalfbilionhumansareal
engagedinasimilardance―eachwithherownnuance,steps,rhythms,intensities,or
determinations,magnitudes,anddimensions.(Hamon,2010,p.1)
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Self-organization,apostulateofthetheComplexityTheory,isquiteevidentinhowaPLE
makessenseoutthechaosoftheInternetthroughtoolsforaggregationandorganization.
Thistakesplacebothonanindividualandanetworklevel.Thisisfurthermirroredbythe
workofDianeLarsenFreemanonlanguagelearning,chaosandcomplexity,alongwith
emergence(alhandledinthefinalsectionbelow).
PLEsarepersonalbutalsoColaborative,withthenetworkasthecenter,connections,both
personalandintelectual,conceptualandfactual,arealessentialforthePLEtooperate.
PersonalLearningEnvironmentsform amilieuonlineandaninterfacewiththerealworld.
Importantconceptsin PLEsincludetheintegration ofboth formaland informal
learningepisodesintoasingleexperience,theuseofsocialnetworksthatcancross
institutionalboundariesandtheuseofnetworkingprotocols(Peer-to-Peer,webservices,
syndication)toconnectarangeofresourcesandsystemswithinapersonaly-managed
space.The・pedagogy・behindthePLE ifitcouldbestilcaledthat isthatit
offersaportaltotheworldthroughwhichlearnerscanexploreandcreate,accordingto
theirowninterestsanddirections,interactingastheychoose,withtheirfriendsand
learningcommunity.(Petrushyna2008,p.1)
ItisimportantheretonotethatPLEsarenotathing,notsomethingthatistangibleor
divisible.EventhoughwemaytalkaboutelementsofaPLE,theenvironmentissomething
thatisonline,inthephysicalworldandinthesocialworld,andyetonlytrulyresides
insidethemindofthelearner.Itismoreofanattitudethananythingelse.
WhyPLEs?
Inpreviouspapers(Ryan,2004),thisauthorhasadvocatedanapproachtolearningthat
echoedtheideasofRogerSchank,whowasanArtificialInteligenceresearcheratMIT,before
movingontoestablishhisowndepartmentforlearningandeducationatNorthwestern.
Schank discoveredthatcomputerscouldbeprogrammedtoprovideinformation atthe
momentitwasneededbyalearner,andthusreversethestandardclassroom situation.
Insteadofhaving30studentsandoneteacher,eachstudentcouldhave30teachers,or
experts,programmedintoacomputer.Schankfoundthatstudentsrememberedmoreand
wereabletogeneralizetheirlearningbetterbycreatingasimulationofasituationwhere
thedesired skilswererequired to completea task.Asthestudentsexperienced the
simulation,questionsarose,and theprogram provided expertadvisein theform of
explanations.Theexpertsexplainedhow theytoohadmadethesamemistakes,andtheir
eventualsolutions.Thisseemedtoworkquitewelwithwel-definedtaskssuchasbar-
tending,andalsowithmorecomplextaskslikenegotiatingacontract.Schankwentonto
ColumbiaUniversitywhereheandhiscompanycreatedsomeofthemostadvancedlearning
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programs,spendingmilions.MikeCaulfield,aprogrammerontheprojectssays:
Likemostuniversity-focusedlearningobjectsofthattime,ourworkendeduponthe
trashheapofhistory.ColumbiaInteractive(atleastourbranchofit)closeddownin
2003.ThereasonswhywefailedarecomplexenoughthatIstilmulthem over,butthe
reasonswhyweleftsolittleenduringmarkonhow thingsaretaughtinHigher
Educationiseasier.
Weweren・topen.(Caulfield,2010.p.1)
WhatCaulfieldmeansbynotbeingopenwasthatthesystemsdidnotalowforvariances
amongthelearners,anddidnotalowforinputbythelearnerstoaffectboththeprogram
andotherparticipants.Inshort,therewasnoWeb2.0.PLEsaddressthisshortcoming.
TheSixComponentsofaPLE
ThefirstweekofthePLENK2010MOOCattemptedtodefineaPLE.Therewasasurprising
numberofdifferentconcepts.Forthispaper,wewilfolowonedefinitionbyRitaKop,one
ofthefacilitatorsatPLENK2010,whooutlinedStephenDownes・sixessentialelementsofa
PLE.
1.A personalProfilercolectsandstorespersonalinformation.Eachlearnermustfirst
decidehisorherownmotivationandlearningstyles.Inadditionthereareshort-term and
long-term goalsandrewardstheymustdecideupon.Personalityalsoentersthepicturewith
introversion/extroversion.
2.AninformationandresourceAggregatorbringsdisparatelearningobjectstogetherinto
asingleonlinespaceforeasyaccess.Amongthese,themostoftenusedisRSS,orRealy
SimpleSyndication.Likeamagazinesubscription,eachblogorwebsitecansetupRSSso
thatpeoplevisitingdonothavetoreturn.Instead,eachupdateornewpieceofinformation
onthatwebsiteorblogisautomaticalysenttothesubscriber.Thisauthormonitorsmore
than40websitesinthismanner,withadailyinfluxofhundredsofupdates.Thisis
manageableonlybecauseoftheorganizationofGoogleReader.
3.Editorsandpublishersenableusersandlearnerstoproduceandpublishartifactstoaid
thelearningandinterestofothers.Thesetools,exemplifiedbyGoogleDocs,Flickrphotos,
andYouTubevideos,alowlearnerstocreateandsharetheirworkandthinking.Thisisan
essentialpartofthelearningprocess.
4.HelperapplicationsthatprovidethepedagogicalbackboneofthePLE.Thesearethe
thousandsofsmalWeb2.0toolsandprogramsandwebsitesthatfacilitatelearningby
makingconnectionstoresourcesandlearningobjects.Thesehelpthelearnerdevelopskils,
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makesenseofinformation,facilitatetheuseofmorecomplexapplicationsandprovide
contextforresources.
5.Servicesprovideawayforthelearnertointeractwithherenvironment.Theycanbe
physical,such asauniversity orteacher,orcouldbeonline,such asasimulation or
feedbackmechanism.Theseareusualymorecomplexthanhelperapplications,andoften
requirepayment.
6.Recommendersareoftenpeoplebutcanbeprogrammedandautomatic.Ifthelearneris
eitherunsureofadirectiontocontinueherexploration,orneedshelptocontinueher
research,arecommenderprovidessupport.
SamplePLEs
PLEsshouldcontainmostoftheseelementstofunctionadequately.Someofthesecanbe
adaptedorchangedastheneedarises,andthecontentsofeachoftheseelementswilvary
withthelearner.
HereisanexampleofamapofScottLeslie・sPLE,oneofmanyexamplesavailableatthe
PLENK2010colectionsite(seelinkinresources).
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Pearson・scommercialsiteisadaptingquicklytothismovement,withtheirLearningStudio,
hereisthesectiononPersonalLearning.
Hereisasmalpartofthelist:
PersonalWork
ToolsforbuildingaPersonalLearningEnvironment(PLE),include:
●TodayPortal:Latestinfofrom RoomsinStudioProfessionalandexternalRSS.
●Mycontacts:Listofpersonalcontactsandfriends.
●Mycalender:Organizepersonalappointmentsandmeetings.
●Myresources:Network-basedharddriveforpersonalfilesandcontent.
●MyPortfolio:Personalportfolioanddisplayfolder.
●Instantmessenger:Internalinstantmessagingsystem.
●Blogclient:Edityourexternalblogsfrom directlywithinStudioProfessional.
●Meeting:Personalreal-timemeetingtoolfor3users.Featuresincl.video,app.
sharing,whiteboardetc.
●Stickies:Internalmessagingsystem inStudioProfessional.
●Myhomepage:Personalwebpage.
●Mypublicresources:Shareaselectionofyourpersonaldocuments.
●Informationcentral:QuickoverviewofnewelementsonTodayportal.
●To-dolist:Personaltasklistwithprogressindication.
●RSS reader:Display RSS feedsfrom externalsourceson theToday portal.
(Pearson,2011)
AddingLanguagetothePLE:PLLE
Itisnotsurprisingtonotethattraditionalmethodsoflanguageteachingdonotfitvery
welintothePLEparadigm.Thereisonenotableexception.CommunityLanguageLearning
(CLL),developedinChicagointhe1960・shassomeelementsofaPLEinthatcontentfor
theclasseswerechosenbythestudentsandthefocuswasonnaturalcommunication.CLL
did,however,haveacleardelineationoftheteacher(knower)andthestudent(learner).This
distinctionisnotapparentinPLEs.
Vygotskyandhiszoneofproximaldevelopment,alongwithsocialybasedlearning,involves
theemotionsandechoescommentsofanexpertonlearningontheweb.SeelyBrown(1999)
onthesocialnatureoflearning:・Learningbecomesasmuchsocialascognitive,asmuch
concreteasabstract,andbecomesintertwinedwithjudgementandexploration.・
Morerecently,LukeMeddingsandScottThornburyhaveadvocatedforareturntoan
approachmuchlikeCLL,butwithstudentsbeingmoreactive,andtheteacherguidingthe
processonlyindirectly.ThisapproachiscaledDogme,afteragroupoffilm directorswho
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eschewedalextraneouspropsandlightingtofocusonthecontent,onlyfilmingwhatwas
alreadypresent,notchangingtheenvironment.
Someofthemaintenetsare,1)Languagelearningisconversationdriven.Conversationis
discoursal,interactive,communicative.Italowsforscaffolding,andpromotessocialization.
2)Itis・materials-light.・Rejectingtextbooksandothermaterialsthatconstrictandorder
content,thegoalistoprovidepracticeandinformationaboutthetargetlanguageina
naturalconversationalsetting,withtopicarisingoutofstudentneedsinsteadofbeing
handeddown.3)A focusonemergentlanguage:Languagethatarisesbecauseoftheself-
organizingprincipleandfocusontheneedsofthelearners.Anefforttofocusonthe
processandincreaselanguageproductionwilleadtomorelearning.
TheDogmeschooloflanguageteachinghassomeremarkableparalelstoPLEs,andtheydo
worktogetherwel.Dogmehastakenanapproachthatforthemostpartdoesnotinclude
technology.ButifonedeemstheInternetandthetech worldaspartofthenatural
environment,especialyfortoday・sDigitalNatives,thenalowingthistechnologyintothe
learning environmentandadapting Dogmetoincludetechnology wouldalow them to
reinforceoneanother.Dogmetendstobeaclass-centeredactivity,whilePLEsareoften
workedonindividualy,outsideofthetraditionalclass.Itisanaturalcombination.
SomeexamplesofelementsofaPLLE
Profiler:Mostlearnersassembletheirprofileinoneplaceontheweb.Socialnetworkslike
Facebookcanbeadapted,butrequiressomekindofclearneedsanalysis.LinguaLinksat
sil.orghasasimpleone,agoodstartingpoint.Youcantakeapre-coursequestionnaireat
CactusLangaugeTrainingtogetanideaofyourmotivationforlearningalanguage.At
thispoint,however,thereareveryfew placestohelpyoudefineyourselfasalanguage
learner.A ProfileisalsoaplaceontheInternetwhereyou・live・.A placewhereyoucan
show whoyouare,andalow peopletocontactyou.Thebloggingsoftware,now caleda
contentmanagementsystem orCMS,likeWordPressworksverywelforthis.
Aggregator:SetupGoogleReaderandsubscribetowebsitesandblogsinthetarget
language.Group-basedaggregatorslikeGrouplyalsoworkifthelearnersknowenoughEnglish
tomanagethemenus.A goodonlinebookmarkmanager:Deliciousisthemostpopularin
English,butDigoworksbetterwithstudents.HatenaisagoodalternativeinJapanese.
Editor/Publisher:GoogleDocsorWordPressfortext.Flickrforpictures.Vimeo or
YouTubeforvideo.Animotoforanimations,SlideshareorPreziforpresentations.Aviary
hasanicesuiteoffreegraphic,audioandvideoediting.
Helperapplications:Thesenumberinthethousands,withdozenscomingouteachday.
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ThereisarecentmovetoAppsbasedsoftware,butthisislimiting.Besttousetoolsthat
arefreelyavailableontheweb,withenoughbackingthattheywilnotdisappearsuddenly.
Examples:VisualThesaurusformappingvocabulary.
Services:EnglishCentralforpronunciationandvocabularypracticeusingYouTubevideos.
DynEdsoftware.TestingServices.Prepclasses.Universitydegreeprograms.Cram schools.
LiveMochawebsiteandcourseware.ForHighschoolstudents,trypikifriends,asafesocial
networkforlanguagelearners.
Recommender:Teachers.SocialbasedrecommenderslikeFourSquareforrestaurantshave
notyetbeen developed for language learning.Online courseware like Smart.fm and
LiveMochaoftenhaveclearrecommendationengines.Discussiongroupsrelatedtolanguage
learningonFacebookhaveplaceswhereyoucanaskquestionsandgetanswersfrom other
learnersinsimilarsituations.
Thisisonlyonepointfrom whichyoucanbeginbuildingyourPLLE.Bothteachersand
learnerswilseeanincreaseintheiracquisitionastheytakeresponsibilityfortheirown
learninganddevelopthetoolstheyneedforthewaytheylearn.Theaddedadvantageto
doingthisisthatinstilingthesehabitswilgivealife-longadvantagetothelearner.
Comfortablewiththeportabilityandubiquitythattoday・stechnologyaffordsus,shewil
beabletolearnanytime,anywhere,atherownspeedinherownway,developingherskils
withinputoffriends,experts,toolsandresourcesavailableatherfingertipsonlineandon
handinthephysicalworld.
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